Awadle ¥l Qg Ao

AW AUS/ 103%  Zaals oyl AoSme dcole Al

23 Aaela usy - 3913 AW /3.1 :S,‘aytwww@,
.,:msyazgsw,,zm,zsmosmi-gmi gl Ly /a.d zﬁﬂ‘ w.“@
31y L) Sty SN S 1S9 - (ol bt Zals /8.0 ¢ gkl (quully il

1l yudy 9k lae

AT (935240015 A 391 iy 3 - Slolatide Sgamma /3.1

(A3 5m0ad 2yl ASLal!) Ao Dhasll ) 3330 5 chazme ALY Anoloes aSke M1 3Lk~ pSuund! Ag® /3.1

(oo Ailabu) (ugald llabuadt Anelns Ablowaalt 3l - (§ ST AUl s /.1

(1351 Ay 6) (a3 s Arga Sl Analant Ly U1 30kt ~3.335 Pt Skt I /.
AUSIL 95y A 331 iy ST - ol ABye /3.1 1y yi0all] plidt

ST g AbLouall @y (puyebs — (o9 grbited @D ) /S
LAUSIL ;a9 Adloal ! peudsy uyete — (2] | e alawe /3 - o
U ) gy
AASTL O Mg Aslal | OBMalf @iy (o — Ol o) /D

AUSIL ;Y| g Aol quudy yuyie — JOIS Lasee /3

AUSIL i g ABlonal | s debus (uyrs - @kl o /1

) B8
ST i) g B Lol | s el iyt - Joia 91 Jlas /1 CallC
PYYONVAYOT 20— AMe W1 AS — 13 Aaals — pua) Aiaite -5 palat| -
http://jsb.journals.ekb.eg :alxolt 59, iI¥ 28581 - Jui) VPPN Y

mediajournal2020@azhar.edu.eg : g, isI¥1 ., di -

AYYE odgy - DVEE A oma - g:ﬂl" 23231 - G onwudlg (g aloet) Adatt
1000 A all) OS5I & 1S “3)
X YAY - YIAY z@wy‘ngﬂ‘ﬂgﬂ‘

Ve - AYAY A3, o Adeaill Yot @B,



|l el |

Olwlyudly Sogomdl iy At pgas

Slea yidly pylaidly cosdt Slaxyeg

AGY aclgalt Laag

CreSl (g (W01 STy (Ao i dallas O
83t A Mo I 2 (yuaa sl

s (512080 Graw B | 95 ¥T O
Lede (3030 9i daSome dcele

¥ helS YT dued o comd! iy ¥ O
Wls2y... AalS BYT5,de (o dujn
) ABIST 39,8 G L oo 3L

i) S| Olgie s Wicomy O
AedS Ye e (e pally

Aoyl alb padle Coma IS ae 2 O
Yo e s WA idea ¥ aalily 450y
JAels

St (o e SO At S L 3952 O
CD leasisg.. yigeSIibacgdas
wimm Olgie g Com L el 000 O Ao
A A Ly Jatue B2 (Sl
2. Lgiadld 259 L8yl (LI 2 (2alsel 1y
Amdal| JawiB ¥ Ged) dlgd

veee Lgaloniol 11 35980 | Gl ™1 )3 ¥ O
g dd! Bgda AISH AUl dadisng
addale) B anliS Aad(ge o Jgaxt)
Led Oyansale

- A gl 98 Aol Sl ¥1 205 O

galomio¥ i) JaT Y G Sl 35O

| Alolt Ayl X! |

(ae) Bgme ohe /a1 .

Geeo¥l aMe ¥ S wacy dalall  LBMI Bl

(en) - 2920 dama /a0 .

(o) el S /a7

23y alall S 50 Y ) Analanls aMe Vg Aol iall liad

().«A.A))L?Q.NJLQ:.- /.\.i .

23Y) Aaalomy Aolmal Bl

(OLied) aitoiatt o /a0 .

9w ALl Aaalatly aMe W) Slind

(o) et 2239 /ad .

1S il Al Aaabmy Gguyiilly Aeld¥ i

ia,SU

(P13d1) Zalac g3 papall /a0

@by (anols o dgesdl e Aaslomy Ve W1 3l

3l

(J.‘a.n)u&_y.ﬁu!g.nhu/a.i .

daall xﬁ)Lc_:ﬁ‘ IS wac g g padidlg dclaY Sliad

Lostally Lo st5i€l)

(as) Gl 23k WL /a1

.BJALEJ‘ a.u.Al:.-— ‘A)LL?” 21__3.\5_\ U}i)-":‘-‘:d‘} ZLL\}:}” ]

(ias) daw @)y /1.

Aol yune Aasly — delatl B! Bl

At STy (o pad Vg Lgm Lo (ST (10 pmiad AL 2. 5251981 £ H¥ | pran



adall Gligions

A9, isSIN Lgadlge e Ao pallgdoyall ool Ole Lhal ollkas
MY Aoylie Akl Awlys (B Olagh ) 558 dilisiolod
Old e dems (T g Olaa) /2]

A9 ST A B15MLy Loy g Byl | A a1 2 3liont| yagead daslguis

ar s yguaiy Jlai¥W Ly @ilalt dwlys — e boia ¥ ol gid| Jiluwgg
ASLd et alas /o PV EN JE PP RPN

OISl e SN O 550 Ol aolnd | OLI s (1 pad S0
avy el W1 a8lall [y gShyal e e lein ¥ Jiol g
Aena (i ‘:,.Lcj.c.w /A

el gt (aal (gt Adg,GSIW Llat¥ ) Olesls 200X Jalgall

ARAL , - e
(S Han 3gama /3 8 ULl (6 pwds r2gad
—La g jg-garmdl olaily doced 31 A0 M1 Jio gl (o e OLAEMS]
118y e Lot Y1 A ghcal Ay iy yllof B A Oliice doclys

oo @l ol 65 /3

doyalt Ayl ¥ aBlglls adall (Gesmd 2 Al RETRIRETIRES
AL mrad) QL) (i Jelaidt Olygiocns (e LgwlSiadly Gy STy
S9N dama @aill e by /3

D9gexd Iyala Lé'ékj@jﬂ‘&hjm}&ﬁﬁmc_nbaum



\YVO

VEYY

) ¢ay

V0¢84

Ao il A SLAUS (G301 pOLe ¥ pludi GOl ZL| ol
(AiedaT ! 53) 6 il | i | S s 7 D 25 piucn BT L g kcald
i3y ans B3 (a1 e /3

Olomawo e AL Ol e ) Liliad Zaslio gond jggasti Slalsdl
Adldes Awlyd) L dgad COP-27 (& gwciatly
@lall oo Lol e cles /o

deaalys 1icaB) N LA e OLaSLat) 0 2 i bolal| Adlois 593
Aot ot Slaoladl O e Al
oazlse dexiolepil> Do

Rotana and the Advocacy of Film in Saudi Arabia (2005 -
2015) Dr. Musab Alamri



<l

M‘? S

Management Information Systems
& Decision Support System

poIkH]

AL

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

2023

& DSS

2735-
4008

2682-
4663

2735-
4326

2682-
4620

2682-
4671

2682-
4647

2682-
4655

gﬁ@fU

ISSN-P

2536-
9393

2356-
914X

2536-
9237

2356-
9158

2356-
9131

1110-
5836

1110-
5844

Aaaladl fagall avl

LIS Al ol ey Sl

P Tyl
S 2 wlEl A
el A8 g elEll dasla

"_I]S |}Jl__94_m-’_-m._~.

-

Sy

e S g alEl el
Al A el dada
1

el S g Bl s

casie Pl s galall dadls

el gl i 8

Ig dyymnll Sliall pyl

Alaall gl

tot

,;-‘-LC-}' ,_._,:._u-\_...j._. -'u;.e..rll
Jiy! 5

AelZl el el 2la !
-\_J—;:-\.""‘J'I._;
Ay ] Anal Al
Juaty! L 1505

s _."--.‘ :.1:. i
U |
gl Fnalelh Ala

e s Al szl
a2l )
ey
=] 134 | i1 rl_
| || I_JJI

2682-
292X

2735-
4016

2682-
4639

2314-
873X

2735-

377X

2812-
4820

1110-
9297

2357-
0407

2356-
9891

2314-
8721

2735-

3796

2812-
4812

BN IEEREN

,L.LL'.‘,A_ \-]' ] '-..J_r_.J _.‘g_‘_.njl
._._i._r‘-‘J‘-_‘

LR e o5 palEll deels

IO TN

Egyptian Public
Relations
Association

Gl e wdaals

Conll L ol 8T e

ol s  calall

aic b gall dlae

el pall 5 gl 2
iyl

A1 gell Cilaalalh dla) dlae
Lia oI 585 5 Sie Y il

Ayl
‘_’n_...:nJ‘

a&Jl;rm;l;ul_ﬁ;&

1” - -||

1yl Ayl dla

sombad Jmy

AShe Y gl A all Al )
Iy (W

il palt

A kel

-1 i
[l LR

Laavicy
] ald
Lahe Y

-1 .. Wi
il pall

Zue

] all

= b

PR T 1
bl pall

Zue

] all

EEPwty ]

10

11

12

13






°
H

Rotana and the Advocacy of Film
in Saudi Arabia (2015 — 2005)

Dr. Musab Alamri
Assistant professor - Collage of Media
and Communication, Imam Muhammad bin Saud
Islamic University ( IMSIU ), Riyadh, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

E-mail: Moalamri@imamu.edu.sa

(2015 —2005) daagaud! & Lo | @ d ©¥ glnag gy ©

Sroallcmas /3 @
A 9w (4 e ale ¥ daslony JLaTY g aMle ¥ AUS — o las Sl




Rotana and the Advocacy of Film in Saudi Arabia ...

Abstract

This research delves into Rotana’s pivotal role in supporting production,
distribution, and exhibition of films in Saudi Arabia during King Abdullah’s
reign from 2005 to 2015. Despite the Saudi film industry producing merely
three feature films during this timeframe—namely, Keif al-Hal?, Menahi and
Wadjda, all under Rotana’s banner—each encountered distinct challenges.
This article sheds light on the indispensable roles played by Rotana and its
owner, Prince Al Waleed Ibn Talal, in sustaining the industry against religious
opposition. The clash between extremists and Rotana, backed by financial
influence, reached a crescendo during the release of Menahi. Therefore,
this article investigates Rotana’s significant role in reviving the industry and
financing films while underestimating the economic and political consequences
of film production.

Although the tumultuous period from 2005 to 2015 has concluded, its
lessons remain pertinent. The conflict between Rotana and opponents of
cinema highlights the complexities of navigating cultural expression amidst
conservatism, underscoring the challenges of fostering a vibrant screen
culture in Saudi Arabia.

Keywords: Saudi Cinema; Film Production; Cultural Censorship; Screen
Representation; Social Context.
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Introduction

Rotana is a major media group in the Middle East founded in 1987, and it
includes a film production company, television channels, radio stations and
a music company. Rotana has played a pivotal role in supporting the film
industry in Saudi Arabia. This article explores the details of Rotana’s role in
supporting production, distribution and exhibition in Saudi Arabia during
King Abdullah’s rule of the country from 2005 to 2015. At that time, Saudi
Arabia produced only three films during this period, namely, Keif al-Hal?,
Menahi and Wadjda. These films were all produced by Rotana and each had
challenges and unique conditions.

This article focuses on the roles of Rotana and its owner Prince
Al-Waleed Ibn Talal because Rotana and Al-Waleed, with his political and
financial influence, were important to keeping the industry alive. The mere
survival of the industry, even without progress, was an achievement at that
stage, given the strength of the opposition to cinema from religious
institutions. The conflict between religious extremists and their followers on
one side and Rotana and the political leadership on the other was at its
height during the screening of Menahi. Religious scholars’ opposition to the
cinema had greatly damaged the industry and was responsible for its lack of
investors. Therefore, this article investigates Rotana’s significant role in
supporting the industry and financing films while underestimating the
economic and political consequences of film production.

Research Problem

The state of the filmmaking in Saudi Arabia, particularly during King
Abdullah's reign from 2005 to 2015, posed a significant challenge due to
entrenched opposition from religious and social conservatism. Despite
efforts by Rotana, a major media group, to support film production,
distribution, and exhibition, the industry faced numerous obstacles,
including limited production output and opposition to cultural expression
through cinema. This research delves into the complex dynamics
surrounding Rotana's role in supporting the Saudi film industry during this
period, exploring the tensions between religious extremism and efforts to
promote social reform and cultural openness through film.
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Rotana and the Advocacy of Film in Saudi Arabia ...

Research Significance
The significance of this research is multifaceted:

1. This article offers a novel contribution to the academic scholarship
on Saudi cinema during the period of official prohibition of all
cinematic activities.

2. The article investigates a critical epoch characterized by the
paradoxical coexistence of widespread public acceptance of cinema
and the arts and their rejection under the influence of religious
discourse.

3. By examining the political and religious complexities of the time, this
study elucidates the personal influence of Prince Alwaleed bin Talal,
who facilitated the development of the film industry through his
ownership of the Rotana network.

4. To direct the scholarly community's attention towards analyzing this
period from social, political, and religious perspectives, addressing
the resultant low volume of Saudi film production. This engagement
is essential for advancing contemporary trends in cinema research
and studies.

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this research is to analyze Rotana's role in
supporting and shaping the Saudi film industry during King Abdullah's reign.
Specific objectives include:

1. To examine the cultural context of Saudi Arabia during 2005-2015,
particularly regarding Saudi feature film productions.

2. To assess Rotana's strategies and initiatives in promoting film
production, distribution, and exhibition in the country.

Research Questions
The article seeks to address the following research questions:

1. What were the key factors influencing Rotana's involvement in the
Saudi film industry during King Abdullah's reign?

2. How did religious opposition affect the progress and outcomes of
Rotana's film initiatives?

1552 PSS, 1 ol oS ol done



3. What were the broader societal and cultural implications of Rotana's
efforts to advocacy the Saudi film industry?

4. To what extent has Rotana succeeded in promoting the production,
distribution and display of Saudi films?

Methodology

This research employs a qualitative approach, utilising documentary analysis
to examine primary sources, including media reports, television interviews,
and official statements from Rotana and relevant stakeholders. The study
will also draw upon secondary sources, such as scholarly articles and books,
to provide historical context and theoretical frameworks for analysis.

In addition to primary and secondary sources, this study incorporates
insights gained from interviews with key stakeholders in the Saudi film
industry. An interview was conducted with Tariq Al-Harbi, one of the main
actors in the Menahi film. Al-Harbi's perspectives provide valuable firsthand
insights into the challenges and dynamics of Saudi film production,
distribution, and reception, particularly from the perspective of an industry
insider. By adopting a rigorous qualitative methodology, inclusive of
interviews with industry insiders like Tarig Al-Harbi, this study aims to
provide a comprehensive understanding of Rotana's role in the advocacy of
the Saudi film industry and its broader socio-political implications.

Prince Al-Waleed and Rotana Group

This section narrates part of Rotana’s history and the prince’s attitudes and
activities and by doing so, it explores the challenges presented by the
opposition from religious authorities and social conservatism towards
openness and expression through films. To understand the roles of the
Rotana Group and its owner Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal, one must
understand the political and religious context of Saudi Arabia in 2005. In
August 2005, King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz became the ruler after the death
of his brother, King Fahd bin Abdulaziz. King Abdullah sought many social
changes almost immediately, the most important of which was his support
for openness and social reform, especially because of the global pressure on
Saudi Arabia after the 11 September 2001 terrorist attack in the US (Sakr,
2012). After 2005, the “faltering return of cinema” in Saudi Arabia began,
and it was linked to a series of unclear trade-offs involving religious
institutions and princes and their business interests (Sakr, 2012. p. 211). The
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11 September terrorist attack also motivated the new King to reduce the
authority of religious scholars over society. The terrorist attack was a shock
to the Saudi political leadership, which began trying to balance the demands
and expectations of conservatives and religious scholars on the one hand
and liberal and open-minded people on the other. Therefore, the start of
King Abdullah’s reign was an ideal time to consider the return of cinema in
the country and develop the film industry to produce films locally rather
than abroad.

Rulership in Saudi Arabia is via monarchical succession. The great
princes are the sons and grandsons of King Abdulaziz, and they dominate
the younger princes. The closer a prince is to the king, the more influence on
the king’s decisions he has. With generations of princes in key positions at
all levels of the government, contacts with government figures are seen as
essential to running businesses in Saudi Arabia. Hence, these princes have
significant influence over business activity in Saudi Arabia, and as they have
stronger relationships with the king, they can do what others cannot, and
thus the development of the cinema was possible because of the prince’s
patronage (Sakr, 2012). Most cinematic work related to the production,
distribution and exhibition sectors in Saudi Arabia during this period was
subordinate to one of two men: Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal, the King’s
nephew or Sheikh Waleed Al lbrahim, King Fahd’s brother-in-law (Sakr,
2012). These two powerful men competed in the television and film
industry, and each had his own company: bin Talal owned the Rotana Group
and Al Ibrahim owned the Middle East Broadcasting Center (MBC) Group.
The personal business interests of princes and other influential people led to
their support of the cinema and filmmaking. Their personal interests proved
essential to the emerging industry in the 2000s and 2010s.

Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal was not only a political powerhouse
within the country but also a successful businessman. In 2005, Forbes
magazine ranked the prince the eighth richest person in the world, with
estimated wealth of $20 billion (Dagher, 2006). The prince was a
shareholder in several US companies such as Time Warner, Disney and News
Corporation. He also acquired, through Rotana Group, the world’s largest
library of Arabic music and films. Rotana channels, such as Rotana Cinema
and Rotana Zaman, screened films produced by the prince. In 2006 the New
York Times described Rotana as one of the fastest-growing media companies
in the Middle East and described the prince as a person who “commands
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special power within Saudi Arabia” (Fattah, 2006). However, religious
scholars saw the prince as corrupt and made serious accusations against
him, such as that he sought to destroy society’s values and was hostile to
religion. Scholars used mosques, universities, schools and summer camps to
attack him. In February 2009, one of those scholars issued an edict against
Prince Al-Waleed and demanded his prosecution by the general prosecutor
(Khalaf, 2009). Despite the prince’s political influence and financial strength,
his efforts were overwhelmingly rejected because of the influence of the
religious scholars and their control over mosques, universities, schools and
summer camps.

Prince Al-Waleed demonstrated openness to criticism, so he did not
retaliate his opponents, but he did face off with the Commission for the
Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice (CPVPV). The CPVPV
managed to stop most of the prince’s initiatives related to cinema and
music. For instance, in 2005, the prince influenced government authorities
to allow him to open a movie theatre for children (Fattah, 2006). However,
within a few weeks of its opening, the CPVPV issued an order to close the
theatre. The prince claimed that nothing in Islam prohibits films and that he
had researched the matter himself (Fattah, 2006). Although the prince was
not known as a social or human rights activist, he pointed out that he seeks,
through his films, to correct a major mistake, and he tells young people that
they deserve entertainment and that they have the right to watch films and
listen to music (Fattah, 2006). The prince considers these rights for youth,
whereas religious scholars and the CPVPV consider them forbidden and
want them eliminated without exception. Therefore, the prince’s
confrontations with the CPVPV began as his political influence increased,
and they have revolved around the emancipation of women and supporting
cinema and music.

From 2005 to 2015, despite these two powerful figures leading the
television, cinema, theatre and music sectors in the country, their
confrontations with their opponents differed significantly. These
confrontations caused one to step back and head to Dubai, while the other
remained in Saudi Arabia. Al Ibrahim chose not to continue confronting the
opposition from religious scholars and the CPVPV. Instead, he focused on
developing his television channels and supporting films by broadcasting
from outside Saudi Arabia. However, Prince Al-Waleed stayed to face the
CPVPV and declared that he was seeking to effect social change in Saudi
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Arabia. The prince indicated that he believes in social change and progress
(Fattah, 2006). He stated that he aims to change perceptions because they
are not reality and that he wants to change the way people think (Fattah,
2006). This is an implicit indication that he seeks to challenge what scholars
have taught children and youth in schools, universities and mosques. When
a New York Times reporter asked what Al-Waleed would do to confront the
CPVPV if he wanted to change the way people think, the prince said he
would face them with logic and rationality (Fattah, 2006). One argument
that supported Al-Waleed in front of the political leadership is that the
strong influence of religious scholars in the country led to a minority of
extremists secretly participating in the events of 11 September. Therefore,
although Al-Waleed had produced many Arab films in countries such as
Egypt and Lebanon before 2001, after the terrorist attack and the beginning
of King Abdullah’s rule, the prince shifted to supporting the film industry in
Saudi Arabia.

Al-Waleed spoke out against the prevailing opinion and in favour of
supporting the film industry, and his media statements and interviews were
followed by swift action. Within several months after the new king took
office in August 2005, Al-Waleed began implementing his plans. According
to an April 2006 New York Times article, the prince built many commercial
theatres, some of which were constructed without the necessary licences or
legal status (Fattah, 2006). The article indicated that the prince sought to
embarrass the authorities and force them to allow cinema inside the
country (Fattah, 2006). The prince wanted to support the growth of the film
industry in the country, which was very small at that time and only produced
short films and documentaries (Dowd, 2006). Despite a heavy bureaucracy
that delayed progress, Al-Waleed was able to build many theatres in several
cities within several months. However, these theatres never opened and
were stopped by the government without explanation. Thus, instead of
becoming commercial theatres, they became private theatres for hotels and
cultural centres. The lack of a statement or clarification regarding the
government’s actions is typical of political and religious conflicts in Saudi
Arabia, which are characterised by ambiguity and non-disclosure.

Al-Waleed’s vision and ambition to bring about social change
required the assistance of experts knowledgeable about Saudi culture.
Al-Waleed hired Ayman Halawani as a producer and made him the head of
production at Rotana’s film division. Mr Halawani was educated in the West
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and lived in the US for sixteen years. He also had extensive experience in
film production and financing. Halawani’s openness and experience in the
US coincided with Prince Al-Waleed’s interests and vision, so he was a
suitable choice for Rotana. Halawani had a great ambition to make films in
Saudi Arabia (Dowd, 2006). After Halawani joined Rotana, he indicated that
he aimed not only to promote cinema in the country but to support the
industry and produce many feature films. Halawani stated that Saudi Arabia
and other Gulf countries are only one-tenth of the population of the Middle
East, but they are enormously wealthy. Therefore, Halawani saw Saudi
Arabia as “a massive untapped market” and bet on its view of cinema
transforming over time (Dowd, 2006). Thus Al-Waleed benefited from hiring
Halawani because they shared the same ideas about entertainment and
openness. In addition, they are both Saudi and well aware of the very
conservative culture and the influence of religious scholars in the country.

Saudi Aramco is credited with launching the Saudi film industry’s production
and exhibition sectors since the 1930s but its efforts stopped since the
cinema was banned (Alamri, 2024). Then in 2005, Prince Al-Waleed was
considered the most important supporter of Saudi cinema (Al-Bishri, 2009),
and Rotana dominated the Saudi film industry from 2005 to 2009 (Sakr,
2012). However, despite Al-Waleed’s statements and interviews conveying
strength and confidence, he did not achieve the promised results. Al-Waleed
was enthusiastic about opening theatres and making Saudi films locally, but
his opponents managed to prevent him from fulfilling most of his promises.
The prince and his team at Rotana promised to produce plenty of Saudi films
and establish several movie theatres. These theatres did not open, and of
the dozens of films produced by Rotana and the hundreds of films screened
through its channels, only three were Saudi films: Keif al-Hal?, Menahi and
Wadjda. Al-Waleed and Halawani announced several times in the media
that one of their main goals was to support local industry, but Keif al-Hal?
was shot in Dubai and Menahi in Egypt. Wadjda was the only film shot in
Saudi Arabia. The obstacles and challenges Al-Waleed faced were greater
than he had imagined based on the tone of his interviews and speeches, and
he only overcame the opposition in a few projects, such as filming Wadjda in
Saudi Arabia. There may have been some trade-offs between he, the
political leaders and the religious scholars, as he was unable to open the
movie theatres he built, but he was able to screen Menahi in several cities
and Wadjda for one day before the screenings were stopped. The Menahi
and Wadjda screenings are discussed in more detail in the following
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sections. These events indicate that the political leadership was trying to
strike a balance between the liberal current in the country and the religious
scholars who oppose any kind of openness.

Rotana’s First Saudi Production, Keif al-Hal?

Al-Waleed and Rotana’s support of Saudi film production really began with
Keif al-Hal?. Keif al-Hal? is a comedy-drama film and the first Saudi
production of the Arab Rotana Entertainment Company. The film portrays
the tension between religious extremists and the struggle for globalisation,
especially among youth, while supporting positive Islamic values. Halawani,
head of the company’s production department, pointed out that they
considered strict Saudi social standards, specifically, “deciding what to show
on the screen” (Dagher, 2006). Therefore the production team was careful
not to show anything “offensive to Saudi society” to the extent that,
according to Halawani, they watched the actresses’ eyes during shooting to
decide whether each look was socially appropriate (Dagher, 2006). Rotana
exercised caution in making this film as it was the company’s first real
attempt to confront cinema’s opponents. Although the film is a love story, it
is completely “free of any romantic dalliances, hand-holding or secret
dating” (Dagher, 2006). Therefore, the strict social standards were
considered and honoured so that the film could be completed and released
to Saudi audiences. This section argues that the case of Keif al-Hal?
demonstrates the efforts to advance Saudi cultural expression in a climate
of censorship and social conservatism and the significance of home video in
fostering an emerging Saudi screen culture.

The film was released at the Cannes Film Festival in 2006 (Dowd,
2006). The film’s stars are Saudi actress Hind Muhammad, Saudi actor
Meshaal Al-Mutairi, who has a great deal of experience in theatre and
television series, and Saudi actor Hisham Abdulrahman. Hisham
Abdulrahman won the pan-Arab version of the Star Academy talent contest
in 2005. Although the film was intended to support the Saudi film industry, it
was shot in the UAE with a predominantly foreign crew. Dubai’s film
industry at that time was not significantly different from that of Saudi
Arabia. However, since the early 2000s, Dubai has been attracting capital by
facilitating business, including simplifying visa requirements for workers and
government procedures for shooting in public places. These conveniences
were not available in Saudi Arabia. The film was written by Lebanese and
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Egyptian writers and directed by a Palestinian-Canadian (Dagher, 2006), with
a Saudi production company, Rotana, and associate producer Haifaa Al-
Mansour, a female Saudi filmmaker. This combination of experience,
multinationality and filming outside Saudi Arabia did not benefit the Saudi
film industry as Rotana had promised, but its artistic quality was equivalent
to that of Egyptian films, which are considered pioneering in the region. In
addition, the use of foreign expertise and the film’s production outside
Saudi Arabia allowed it to be exhibited at the Cannes Film Festival and
distributed in international and regional commercial movie theatres.

After the film was released at the Cannes Film Festival, international
screenings of the film began in London and throughout the Middle East,
except Saudi Arabia, where movie theatres were still banned at the time
(Dawn, 2006). The official ban only applied to theatres, which meant that
films could be distributed in the country through any other medium.
Therefore, the only way to sell the film in Saudi Arabia was via DVDs through
video shops. Video shops filled the role of the cinema during the ban, and
VHS was the predominant means of film distribution in Saudi Arabia during
the 1980s and 1990s. In the 2000s, DVDs replaced VHS. After the film had
been screened at Cannes, then London and throughout the rest of the
Middle East, Rotana began showing the film on television through its Rotana
Cinema channel (Fattah, 2006). Al-Waleed believes that this helped the film
reach cinema fans who did not have the opportunity to watch it in theatres
or buy it from video stores (Fattah, 2006). Rotana Productions benefited
from their ability to use Rotana Group channels as well as video shops,
which was in cities and villages throughout Saudi Arabia, to quickly
distribute the film.

Making this film was difficult for Rotana, despite its experience in
producing, distributing and screening Arab films. The film was difficult to
make because conditions for these three sectors of the film industry in Saudi
Arabia were completely different from those of other Arab countries with
which Rotana had dealt. When the film was released in 2006, the vast
majority of Arab countries, including the Gulf States, did not have
controversy over cinema and considered it a cultural and entertainment
activity. However, Saudi Arabia continued its rejectionist stance on this
matter. Halawani pointed out that creating a film industry, including
production, distribution and exhibition sectors, from scratch is a tall order,
but it was their hope and ambition for the future (Dawn 2006). Halawani
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argued that after they finished this film, they observed a great hunger
among Saudis to see their lives on the screen (Dawn 2006). Therefore,
according to Halawani, this film is important in charting the growing role of
women in Saudi Arabia. The BBC also stated that those behind the film
clearly hoped it would help ease some of the social restrictions on women in
this very conservative country (Dawn 2006). The difficulty of the filmmaking
experience did not deter Rotana from increasing their criticism of social and
human rights issues in Saudi Arabia, especially those concerning women.

Adapting a Beloved Television Character to Film

In 2005, Saudi state television produced a series called My Brothers, Sisters
(2005). The well-known Saudi actor Fayez Al-Malki played the lead
character, named Menahi. Menahi is an uneducated Bedouin, lacking
knowledge of the simplest technical matters, pretending to understand too
much and, sometimes, trying to fool others. The character dressed similarly
to those who lived in the desert three decades prior, such that the outward
appearance and manner of speech were authentically Bedouin. The series
achieved great success because of this character being performed in an
entertainingly comic manner, which led the MBC Group to convince Al-Malki
to leave state television to play the starring role in a new series, Between
Me and You, in which Al-Malki portrayed Menahi in the first and second
seasons in 2007 and 2008. Although the character did not change or
develop, it retained its resonance and was a great success. After the success
of the character Menahi in My Brothers, Sisters and then Between Me and
You seasons one and two, Rotana persuaded Al-Malki to collaborate with
the company to produce a film using the name and character of Menahi. Al-
Malki agreed, and after filming the third season of Between Me and You, he
withdrew from the series and went to Rotana. Before playing this character,
Al-Malki had played more than 180 characters over 20 years (Al-Suhaimi,
2007), but Menahi changed Al-Malki’s career. Menahi’s production and
release show the intersections and frictions between Saudi television and
film and further indicate the conservative social attitudes of filmmakers and
producers.

After Rotana produced and distributed Keif al-Hal? in 2006 and the
Menahi character had become popular with audiences, Rotana started
producing another film, Menahi. The character Menahi had appeared on
MBC channels for two years, watched by audiences throughout the Middle
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East and North Africa. This made it an ideal opportunity for Rotana to
produce a film based on the character. In 2008, the film was produced in
Egypt with an Arab crew, and Saudis were limited to acting roles and the
production’s senior management. Although Keif al-Hal? addressed sensitive
topics and criticises religious scholars, Menahi (2008) is the opposite. It
presents a comedic story without delving into controversial or sensitive
topics related to religion or politics, possibly because the film’s star, Al-
Malki, is known for his support of religious scholars and has always refused
to criticise them, the leaders of the Islamic Awakening or other Islamists. His
brother Dr Ali Al-Malki is a religious scholar and advocates Islamic activity.

Rotana began promoting the film in the fourth quarter of 2008.
Al-Waleed managed to obtain the approval of his cousin, Prince Khalid Al
Faisal, the Governor of Makkah Province. Although Prince Khalid’s father,
King Faisal, was conservative and inclined to support religious scholars, his
son is inclined to support liberalism and steps towards openness and has
been described by some in the international media as a reformist (The
Guardian, 2008). With Prince Khalid’s approval, Rotana began preparing to
screen the film in cultural centres in Jeddah and Taif. Prince Khaled’s
approval was conditional on following the demands of the CPVPV,
specifically to prevent mixing by having screenings for men in one theatre
and screenings for women in another. In addition to avoiding mixing inside
the theatre, the building had to have separate entrances for men and
women (Abeer, 2009). Despite these conditions, the opponents of cinema
were angry and opposed the screenings; however, this time the second
most important religious figure (after the Grand Mufti) in the country at the
time and the General Chairman of the CPVPV, Sheikh Ibrahim Al-Ghaith,
made a statement to the media. Al-Ghaith stated that cinema is evil and
argued that the position of religious institutions regarding cinema is clear
because it is an evil, needless tool and the country has had enough of its
evils (The Guardian, 2008). Despite the severity of this statement, he issued
a counterstatement less than 24 hours later, saying that cinema could be
tolerated if the film did not violate Islamic law. Despite his retreat from his
original statement, a royal order was issued to remove him as chair of the
CPVPV a few weeks later.

The General Chairman of the CPVPV retracting his statement
regarding screening films in cultural centres did not stop the opposition.
After the CPVPV failed to stop the screenings of Menahi, the religious
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scholars used other means to pressure the government, the most important
of which was confronting the King in person. Before confronting the King,
the CPVPV had arrested a group of Saudi actors while they were filming a
television show in a Riyadh hotel (Allam, 2009). The actors were detained
for one week for violating the strict rules about gender segregation. After
this arrest became a public opinion issue in Saudi Arabia, the actors were
released. Two weeks later, the confrontation with the state developed into a
petition to the King. Religious hardliners usually reside in central Saudi
Arabia in Riyadh or Qassim Province, far from the city of Jeddah in western
Saudi Arabia. Nevertheless, hardliners used some of the citizens of Jeddah
to present a petition in the name of “the people of Jeddah” signed by
dozens of prominent religious scholars (Allam, 2009). The petition repeated
the complaint about cinema and stated that it involves spreading
corruption, warning that it cannot be tolerated. The religious scholars asked
the King, in the past, cinema has always been rejected as evil in the Holy
Land, how is it that it has “become permissible in your reign?” (Allam, 2009).
The Financial Times indicated that this petition was in response to Rotana’s
announcement that it would like to produce several more films. After this
petition was submitted, a new Minister of Culture and Information was
appointed and, according to the Financial Times, the new minister was
explicitly under pressure to clamp down on the media (Allam, 2009). What is
notable about these events is the behaviour of the religious scholars and
institutions, as if they rule the country rather than the King and his family. In
addition, they bypassed the ministries and were not afraid to suspend
entertainment, cultural or other events by force, even if their actions did not
comply with their own standards.

Not satisfied with the results from their previous methods, the
opponents of cinema exploited conservative channels to promote their
position. The Daleel Channel broadcast a television programme entitled The
Witness About Cinema in Saudi Arabia in which Dr Mohamad Alsaidi
represented religious scholars and the official spokesman for Rotana
Productions, Ibrahim Badi, represented the film Menahi. Alsaidi began by
attacking cinema and citing a few studies on the negative effects of cinema
on family, women and children in the US (Moftrs, 2009). Then Alsaidi
warned that the country should not make the mistakes that countries with
cinemas have made. Badi defended Menahi and asked Alsaidi why he
rejected the film. Alsaidi responded that it was because of gender mixing,
Badi responded that all of the screenings of Menahi in Riyadh, Jeddah and
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Taif were without gender mixing. This weakened Alsaidi’s argument, and he
replied, gathering people to view Menahi is a forbidden meeting (Moftrs,
2009). Alsaidi claimed that the Menahi screenings were a pretext for
introducing corruption into Saudi Arabia and that gender mixing had
entered countries such as Egypt and Syria through such activities (Moftrs,
2009). Alsaidi tried to portray the screenings of Menahi as contrary to the
opinions of Saudi society. Notably, religious scholars often claim rejection by
society in general to justify their opposition to something.

The events surrounding Menahi occurred for one important reason:
Rotana and MBC broadcast Keif al-Hal? and other non-Saudi films from
outside Saudi Arabia. Although Menahi was a comedy without any religious
criticism (unlike Keif al-Hal?) the religious scholars were shocked when the
halls were opened in the cultural centres. After three decades of no movie
theatres, Menahi was the first film to overcome the ban in Saudi Arabia
(Abu-Nas, 2009). The film was screened in three theatres in Riyadh, Jeddah
and Taif through cultural centres, and Rotana sold more than 25,000 tickets
(Abu-Nas, 2009). Despite a comprehensive campaign of religious opposition,
with media support from conservative channels and an attempt to portray
society as rejecting of the film, five theatres accommodated more than
25,000 cinema lovers to view it. Although the authorities in Riyadh did not
allow women to attend the show, more than 9,000 tickets were sold to
women in Jeddah and Taif. Badi points out that Rotana did not receive
permission for women to attend as the Riyadh authorities were more
conservative than those in the Emirate of Makkah Province (Abu-Nasr,
2009). This is proof that there was a significant number who believed in
cinema in Saudi Arabia and wanted to exercise their rights without having to
travel abroad to watch films in theatres.

Rotana sought to commercialise the popularity of the Menahi
character and benefited from international media coverage; however, one
of the film’s actors did not regard Saudi films as significant, preferring
television work instead. Tarig Al-Harbi (2019) stated that his participation in
the film was his first and last film experience, despite the film successfully
recouping its budget at the box office. Al-Harbi was happy to participate in
the film and cooperate with Rotana, but he did not consider films
worthwhile compared with television series (Al-Harbi, 2019). Al-Harbi stated
that he enjoys the follow-up and interest from local audiences that occurs
with series but not films. Al-Harbi believed that as movie theatres were
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banned at the time, films were only screened abroad, so few Saudis would
know about the film or its actors (Al-Harbi, 2019). When he participates in a
project, Al-Harbi aspires to reach Saudi audiences first, then citizens of the
other Gulf countries and, finally, those of other Arab countries. He believes
that Saudi series attract local and regional audiences unlike films, which
attract only a regional audience (Al-Harbi, 2019). Certainly, banning movie
theatres and not regulating video stores to allow them to operate legally
does nothing to stimulate investment in Saudi film production. Therefore,
series are considered a safer investment than films and are more popular
with Saudi audiences.

Rotana’s goal was not to make money from Menahi. Al-Harbi pointed
out that Rotana spent millions of Saudi riyals without considering the film’s
economic viability. Rotana was also interested in participating in the
distribution and exhibition of Menahi, which was beyond the company’s
usual scope, but it wanted to support the Saudi film industry. However, Al-
Harbi emphasised that the film industry needed significant reforms and
development (Al-Harbi, 2019). Al-Harbi disagrees with those who oppose
government censorship of films and asserts that censorship is important (Al-
Harbi, 2019). Al-Harbi cited what happened with Menahi, a screenplay the
Ministry of Culture and Information (the ministry in charge of approving
screenplays before the creation of the GCAM) approved. Al-Harbi stressed
that the ministry did not request the amendment or deletion of any scene or
word in the film (Al-Harbi, 2019). Thus, Al-Harbi believes the problem was
the absence of a Saudi film industry and infrastructure, not censorship.
Menahi was part of Al-Waleed’s goal, which is to lead social progress
through Rotana Group, and achieving this goal matters more to Rotana than
profit does despite Rotana being a company that generally pursues profits.

Wadjda (2012), Testing Cultural Boundaries Again

After struggling for years to produce Saudi films and overcoming numerous
obstacles, Rotana finally produced a Saudi film that received widespread
acclaim and won awards at prestigious film festivals. That film is Wadjda
(2012), directed by the first female film director in Saudi Arabia, Haifaa
Al-Mansour. What distinguishes this film from Rotana’s previous films is that
it was the first film shot entirely inside the country and written and directed
by a Saudi national. Given that at the time, the country still had a ban on
women and men mixing in public, Al-Mansour had to direct the film while
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sitting in a van segregated from the men. From this vantage point,
Al-Mansour oversaw the entire production process, guided the cast and
communicated with the crew via walkie-talkie (Atakav, 2013). Al-Mansour
stresses that while producing Wadjda, she respected the laws of the
country, and she personally made sure that none of the rules were broken
(Lapin, 2013). Al-Mansour sought to make her film successful by not
subjecting the production to efforts by the CPVPV or police to stop or
suspend it. Having shooting permits from GCAM does not mean that
shooting will not be stopped if the country’s laws or social conduct rules,
such as segregation, are violated. Therefore, the best solution for
Al-Mansour was to stay inside the van to avoid being seen by a pedestrian
who might contact the authorities. Wadjda and the career development of
its director, Haifaa Al-Mansour, further indicate how Saudi producers
dynamically use screen media to tell Saudi stories and to expand the
boundaries of expression within the country, in this case addressing not just
to local but also international audiences. At the same time, local critiques of
the film demonstrate the contested environment confronting Saudi
filmmakers, particularly women such as Al-Mansour or others testing the
cultural boundaries.

When Al-Mansour obtained Rotana’s approval to produce the script,
she needed professional actors. For professional, experienced and popular
actors, the television industry provided the obvious talent pool. Al-Mansour
wanted actress Reem Abdullah to play the role of Wadjda’s mother and
described her as a great television actress who was shocked when she was
asked to participate in the film (Lapin, 2013). Noting that the theatre ban
had led people to focus on television series rather than films, Al-Mansour
stated that Abdullah initially refused to join the production because film as
an art form did not exist in Saudi Arabia at that time. Al-Mansour tried
several times and sent Abdullah the script many times to convince her
before she finally agreed (Lapin, 2013). Abdullah’s reluctance was based on
a preference for series over films, like that of Al-Harbi as discussed
previously in this article. In Saudi Arabia, it is difficult for TV actors,
especially the most popular, to participate in films because they have
established careers and would not see a need to move to perhaps more
precarious or less widely seen film work. In addition, actors usually make
less money from films compared with television series.
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Rotana garnered significant international attention for Wadjda. The
film participated in dozens of international festivals, with 22 wins and 33
nominations (Al-Mansour, 2012). Among the most important festivals at
which the film won accolades were the Los Angeles Film Festival, the Dubai
International Film Festival, the Venice Film Festival, where it won the
CinemAvvenire award, and the 67th British Academy Film Awards, for which
it was nominated for the Best Film Not in the English Language award
(Al-Mansour, 2012). This international presence was unprecedented for
Saudi films, which had participated at the regional festival level but not
annually. Commenting on this achievement, Prince Al-Waleed described
Rotana as representing the face of social progress in Saudi Arabia and stated
that Rotana would continue to make social progress (Trade Arabia, 2012).
Al-Mansour emphasised her commitment to women’s rights and women’s
issues in Saudi Arabia and claimed that as a woman who lives there, she
wants to tell stories about her and her sisters because she wants to promote
social change (Concannon, 2013). One of the most significant factors for the
film’s recognition is that it was the first film to focus on the sensitive issues
faced by Saudi women and their suffering in the male-dominated society —
such as the cultural veneration of virginity and the parallel phenomenon of
child brides — and it was narrated by its female director.

The film’s story revolves around a rebellious ten-year-old girl,
Wadjda, who overcomes difficulties and obstacles to own a bicycle. To
achieve this socially forbidden goal, Wadjda had to achieve something
socially approved, participating in a competition for memorising the Noble
Quran in school. Wadjda’s goal was to buy a bicycle with the prize money
because her father would not buy her a bicycle because she is female, and
girls traditionally do not ride bicycles in Saudi society. A strong scene in the
film is when Wadjda is secretly learning to ride the bicycle on the roof of
their house, but when her mother finds her, she panics, falls off the bike and
hurts her knee, causing it to bleed. Although she was a child and it was a
simple thing, her mother felt shame and covered her face when she saw her
daughter bleed. Interestingly, the mother’s imagination went so far as
thinking that Wadjda had lost her virginity when she fell off the bike and
bled. This scene could be painful for girls who grew up in this culture or a
similar one.

The father character in the film was particularly important because
he made the decisions at home, and he could allow or refuse Wadjda
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owning a bicycle. The father was also going to marry a second wife at his
mother’s insistence because his current wife had not given him a son.
However, the father was not very present in the film, and the symbolism of
this may only be noticed by someone deeply familiar with the country’s
culture. Nothing in the Islamic religion prevents a man from spending most
of his free time with his wife, but the film depicts the culture of Saudi
conservatives. As men in this segment of Saudi society usually do not spend
much time at home, when a man has free time, he spends it with his
relatives and friends away from home. Therefore, a man spends most of his
time with men, and a woman spends most of her time with her children or
her female neighbours.

Al-Mansour indicated that she wanted to attract the Saudi audience
and make them feel that this film represents them, unlike foreign films that
do not represent the lives of Saudis (Lapin, 2013). The film depicts Saudi life
realistically in terms of location, from the home to the neighbourhood to the
school, and these locations give the audience a greater connection with the
film, unlike other Saudi films that have been shot inside studios or outside
Saudi Arabia. Therefore the film specifically portrays Saudi streets in an
avowedly authentic way and gives a rarely seen intimate view of Saudi
middle-class life.

Although the film deals with many women’s issues and struggles,
they are portrayed in a simple and uncomplicated story. A qualitative
exploration of the positive psychology concepts in Wadjda points out that its
storytelling is “unique” and unobtrusively conveys “vital messages” (Deb,
2016, p. 531). The study indicates that the film was simple and positive in its
storytelling as only “positive emotions, warmth, and hope for change” are
transmitted, and they stay with the audience long after the film ends (Deb,
2016, p. 531). The film does not present Wadjda’s father as bad, but rather
as a traditional father who loves his wife and little girl but must follow
conservative notions. These conservative notions include marrying a second
wife who might give him the son his first wife has not (Deb, 2016). One
advantage of Al-Mansour’s story is that she has been able to strike a balance
between highlighting injustice to women and reducing her status and
developmental role in society, while giving hope that change is possible. For
instance, despite the great restrictions and suffering of the women in the
film, its closing scene offers an optimistic tone, as Wadjda achieves her goal
and rides her bicycle to the main street that is crowded with cars and then
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smiles, indicating that the next challenge is driving a car. The film
particularly offers optimism for progressive-minded women and anyone
who favours women'’s basic rights.

Several scholarly studies, such as that of Deb (2016), and media
outlets, such as Trade Arabia (2012), have described Wadjda as
“revolutionary” because of the bravery required to discuss such sensitive
topics in a very conservative society and because it was written and directed
by a woman who had been exposed to circumstances similar to those in the
film. In a press interview, Al-Mansour indicated that she did not seek to be a
feminist with Wadjda (Concannon, 2013). She added that she wants to tell
stories about her and her sisters, and there are many women’s rights issues
in Saudi Arabia. In the same interview, Al-Mansour stated that she has a
daughter that she wants to have a better life and to be respected by men
and allowed to live freely, but Saudi Arabia still has a long way to go to
achieve this (Concannon, 2013). Al-Mansour asserts that women still need
to fight and voice their demands, and filmmaking is one way to achieve this
(Concannon, 2013). These statements may seem contradictory, as
Al-Mansour denies being a feminist, then demands a fight, expresses
demands and complains about the lack of rights for women in the country.
The term “feminism” is controversial in conservative circles, and not just in
Saudi Arabia, even if the actual principles of feminism are widely supported
in words if not deeds. Al-Mansour clearly sought to appeal to both parties,
the government and women in Saudi society, as talking about feminism,
especially at the time of the press interview in 2012, could have ended
Al-Mansour’s career in filmmaking and caused her to be imprisoned for an
indefinite period. Therefore, walking a fine line between the government
and her career was a way for Al-Mansour to continue expressing her ideas in
films.

As discussed, the film highlights the suffering of women in Saudi
society. Notably, the screenplay and film include some geographic and
cultural inconsistencies that commentators have not addressed in depth.
Among these is the fact that the husband’s absences were because he
worked in the Aramco fields. The Aramco fields are in the eastern region of
the country, far from Riyadh, where the film’s events take place. The second
issue is that the husband, despite his love for his wife, was considering
marrying another because his wife had not had a boy. This rarely occurs, and
if it does, it is usually after the mother has given birth to at least four or five
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daughters. In such cases there is social pressure on the father to marry
another woman because his first wife has not given birth to a son.
Therefore, it is not fair to society for the film to portray that after a woman
has had one girl, a husband would marry another woman who might give
birth to a boy because this does not happen often, and if it does, it is usually
after the wife has given birth many times. Despite these minor inaccuracies,
the film presents the hardship of being a female in Saudi society at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.

What is notable about the screenplay is that the family is portrayed
as traditional, meaning socially very conservative. A family that forbids its
daughter from riding a bicycle would not have a wife who works in a
hospital. At the time this film was produced, Saudi social norms did not
allow women to work in hospitals, which involves gender mixing. Therefore,
because of social pressure, women cannot study medicine or any health
specialities because after graduation, they would work in the gender-mixed
work environment of hospitals. A contradiction in this film is that the
husband married a woman who works in a hospital, did not object to her
gender-mixed work and allowed her to be driven to work alone by a foreign
driver, another significant social issue, but the daughter is not allowed to
ride a bicycle. The film focuses on women’s rights but neglects the two
biggest problems facing women at that time: gender-mixed work and riding
in a car with a foreign driver. Instead, it focuses on a small problem: cycling.
The first two problems are common in Saudi homes, but the film does not
portray them as problems, whereas the latter problem may only be present
in a few homes, but it was portrayed as a common problem. Thus, the film’s
international acclaim shows that commentators may be willing to overlook
factual inaccuracies to champion a feature film that represents Saudi culture
in-depth as there is no regular representation of Saudi films in prestigious
film festivals.

Conclusion

As noted at the outset of this article, in ten years, Rotana produced three
Saudi films. In most economically developed countries, that number would
appear quite small, but Saudi Arabia differs greatly in terms of timing. When
the twenty-first century began, the religious authorities were still intolerant
of cinema and behaved as church groups and women’s organisations had in
developed countries at the beginning of the twentieth century. Rotana and
Al-Waleed were involved in confrontations with the religious authorities in
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which Al-Waleed and Rotana prevailed. However, the opposition managed
to disrupt Al-Waleed’s largest project, which was building hundreds of
theatres around the country, and they were able to cancel most of the films
Rotana had planned. Rotana sought to produce several Saudi films annually,
but as a result of the conflicts, only produced three films across a decade.

Al-Waleed was only able to defeat the opponents because of his
political power as the nephew of the King and the eighth richest man in the
world. Al-Waleed used his influence during this period and made it clear
that the young have the right to entertainment and the right to enjoy
watching films and listening to music. However, the religious scholars
viewed cinema as a pretext to corrupt people morally, and they believed
that cinema could not enter the country without negative effects and
damage to society, the family, women and children.

This era and its religious conflicts have had lasting negative effects
on the industry. Among these negative effects is investors’ reluctance to
invest in in any of the industry’s three stages, production, distribution and
exhibition, given that the consequences and returns are unpredictable
because of the state’s unclear position regarding cinema. Another negative
effect is the transfer of production to outside Saudi Arabia and the closure
of the theatres built by Al-Waleed. In addition, television series stars are
reluctant to participate in films because of the lack of theatres in the
country and because the television industry is removed from the conflict
with religious scholars. These effects show the difficulties of advancing
cultural expression in a climate of censorship and social conservatism to
foster an emerging screen culture.

Although the 2005 to 2015 era has passed, its events hold a
significant lesson for anyone claiming to represent Saudi society. Although
the conflict between Rotana and those opposed to films was at its peak
during the screening of Menahi and few theatres were available to show the
film (three theatres in three cities), more than 25,000 tickets were sold.
Despite women being prevented from attending the screenings in Riyadh,
more than 9,000 tickets were sold to women. This indicates that there is a
cinema culture in the country and that audiences are hungry for the
experience of watching films in theatres rather than at home. However, the
opposition of the religious authorities and social conservatism towards
openness and expression through films was a major challenge in the period.
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